Q: You stood by your results when they were controversial.
This takes a lot of self-confidence.
A: You have to be very sure of yourself, it's true, but you're sure of yourself because you know the experiments are robust. I always tell people, "Be your own harshest critic because then nobody can hurt you."
Q: Can young scientists nowadays work as independent postdocs?
A: I think so. There are still lots of fellowships around, so it depends on the environment you find yourself in. You must somehow get independent when you are really young, and take responsibility. In general, however, a conventional principal investigator position takes people out of the lab just when they get really good at doing and designing experiments, and that's a shame.
Q: What was the key to your success? A: Identifying a good problem to work on. That's the most difficult thing. I also think that, in my case, behind it all was a fairly steely ambition. It's perfectly healthy to want to win a Nobel Prize. I didn't have this ambition exactly, but I thought, "Why wouldn't you want to find out the most important thing you possibly could?" In Cambridge, we were surrounded by Nobel laureates. We never felt that we were in the same league as these Sangers, Cricks, and Brenners, but you realized that even if they were Nobel laureates, you knew stuff they didn't, and you also realized what an amazingly heterogeneous bunch they are.
When people ask me, "What is the secret to success?" I always say, "Keep your eyes on the horizon but your feet on the ground, and preferably your nose to the grindstone." In other words, you have to work. ■ 
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